As the Times Higher Education (2016) put it, the "teaching excellence framework will see the government monitoring and assessing the quality of teaching in England's universities." Good.
disciplines -and reduce it to a single word -Gold, Frankincense, Silver or, heaven forfend, Bronze? Pity (all) universities with fantastic teaching departments (let's say Medicine, Earth Science), but also some middling ones (hypothetically, English and Sports Development) and bad bits (e.g. Biology and Economics) ... what does an overall medal for a 1st, 2nd or 3rd place signify? Yet Government sets down that assessors "will be looking for evidence of how far a provider demonstrates teaching and learning excellence across its entire provision." (ibid, 2016: 36; my underlining). And how -in the first phase -will this blunt assessment "provide better information for students to support them in making informed choices"? Given an overall 'medal', how exactly will this help prospective students to choose where to study their particular preferred course?
There are positives, however, in terms of Government's recognising that a subsequent "move to subject level will be informed by a series of pilots in Year Three to test the assessment framework and process at subject level." (ibid, 2016: 6) . As with undergraduate dissertations, so with high policy: smaller-scale piloting and experimentation, accompanied by evaluation, potentially offers safer passage for whatever evolves. The TEF begins with undergraduate provision but will, from Year Four, take in postgraduate assessment as well. And (ibid, 2016: 37) -all to the good -"providers are encouraged to show how they have involved students in preparing the submission." So, although I personally don't relish the prospect that "TEF awards given in Year Two will be valid for three years (subject to a provider continuing to meet eligibility requirements)", this seems fair enough in terms of accountability, currency and enabling students to make better informed choices about universities, departments, and the quality of their provision. And I look forward with relish to HE sector institutional culture that "facilitates, recognises and rewards excellent teaching" (ibid, 2016: 21) .
On the downside, the Framework links wonderful teaching to students' securing professional jobs. Student Outcomes is one of the measures set down in the TEF and, in particular, employment/further study data plus the more focused graduation into highly-skilled employment/further study (from DLHE, Destinations of Leavers from Higher Education, returns).
But what planet is Government on, when the DLHE first destination job census takes place just six months post graduation? A year on would, surely, give graduates at least a fighting chance of moving into (meaningful) jobs? Furthermore, what has terrific teaching got to do with job attainment? We lecturers can give our students employability skills -priming them with quality teaching experiences, real-world learning, internships -but we cannot guarantee them decent jobs; there are too many other variables (such as individual personality, commitment, Government is reducing state funding, then, with the best will in the world, university teachers cannot conjure up "highly skilled employment" for graduates (ibid, 2016: 22) . Gold, for example, requires that "the provider achieves consistently outstanding outcomes for its students from all backgrounds, in particular with regards to retention and progression to highly skilled employment and further study." (ibid, 2016: 46) . So, how does that square with the distance travelled by an individual? That is another TEF criterion. For example, an HND may be a tremendous outcome for a student and demonstrate impressive development and progress, but yet not lead to further study or professional employment. What then? Is that deemed a success, or a sub-degree failure? It's hard to see how achievement of professional jobs (as one criterion) squares with another measure, namely learning "gain and distance-travelled by all students including those entering higher education part-way through their professional lives" (ibid, 2016: 39) . It is also uncertain whether the institutional medal awards will run in parallel with subject medals, or whether the whole-university judgement will be superseded by course-level gongs.
TEF Special Edition
Interestingly, the "Devolved Administrations have confirmed they are content for providers in Wales, Northern Ireland and Scotland to take part in Year Two, should they wish to do so" (ibid, 2016: 18) . What if they don't "wish to do so"? Furthermore, how exactly does "a commitment to widening access and participation" link to teaching excellence (ibid, 2016: 12) ?
And, taking a broader view, Dr. Joshua Forstenzer at the University of Sheffield rightly points out that the "TEF ought to reflect higher education's full range of social purposes". It's not just about the economy, or material gain. Michael Oakeshott, (1950: 30) discussing The idea of a university, specifically warns that "a university needs to beware of the patronage of this world, or it will find that it has sold its birthright for a mess of potage". Oakeshott continues, a "University will have ceased to exist when its learning has degenerated….and when those who came to be taught come, not in search of their intellectual fortune but….desire only a qualification for earning a living or a certificate to let them in on the exploitation of the world." Where are student wellbeing and the idea of universities' contributing to the growth of decent, compassionate, giving human beings?
So what lies beneath? Brexit, for example, represents something of an iceberg -large and still hidden in swirling mist, yet potentially damaging to UK student teaching and learning: departing the EU jeopardises a range of collaborations and research projects including the European
